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Supplier Silence 
 
The conference room smelled faintly of new fabric samples, and cheerful synthetic swatches 
covered in cartoon astronauts and neon dinosaurs were strewn across the conference table. 
Horizon Outfitters had built its brand around durable children’s backpacks, the kind parents 
bought in August hoping they would survive to June. Back-to-school season was three weeks 
away, and orders were already stacked up in the warehouse. But Maya Chen, director of 
sourcing, had spent the morning reading an email she wished she could unread. 
 
The message came from a non-governmental organization (NGO) contact whom she’d met at a 
trade conference. Attached was a brief report suggesting that one of Horizon’s major overseas 
suppliers, BrightPeak Manufacturing, might rely on labor practices involving excessive overtime, 
recruitment fees charged to workers, and employing minors. The report was careful, full of 
qualifiers like “possible,” “likely,” and “credible indications.” There were no photographs, and the 
report claimed no definitive proof, but there was just enough detail to keep Maya’s mind turning. 
 
BrightPeak accounted for nearly 40 percent of Horizon’s backpack production. The new 
“UltraStrong Kids” line—already featured in ads and school supply lists—depended on them. 
Switching suppliers now would be nearly impossible before the school rush. Prices would spike, 
orders would be late, and retailers, and customers, would be furious. On the other hand, Horizon 
Outfitters had committed to ethical business practices throughout its supply chain and would 
not knowingly contract with a supplier definitively engaged in the kinds of practices the report 
suggested were occurring at BrightPeak. 
 
At the afternoon leadership meeting, Maya summarized the report. The room went quiet. 
 
“So, to be clear,” the COO said slowly, “we don’t actually know this is happening.” 
 
“Correct,” Maya replied. “But the source is reputable. And the indicators line up with what we 
know about the region.” 
 
Legal counsel leaned back in her chair. “There is no immediate requirement to disclose 
anything. Without confirmation, a public statement could expose us to defamation claims and 
unnecessary panic. We can commission an audit. Quietly.” 
 
The marketing director shifted in his seat. “Three weeks before school starts is not the moment 
to blow this up. I don’t need to tell anyone in this room the consequences of pulling this product 
at this stage. If we can fix this without scaring everyone, isn’t that better?” 
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Maya listened, nodding. She understood the practical concerns. She also thought of the smiling 
kids in advertisements, backpacks hanging loosely from small shoulders. And then she 
imagined the unseen hands that stitched the seams, whoever they belonged to, wherever they 
slept. 
 
That evening in her office, she reread the report. The facts were incomplete, but there was 
enough there to be fairly damning. Commissioning an audit would take time—time they did not 
have before millions of backpacks made their way into shopping carts. That evening, when 
Maya arrived home, she sat in her car for a long time knowing that whatever course she 
recommended would ripple outward—to workers she would never meet, to families preparing 
for a school year, to the company she had helped build. 


